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Chapter One: The Toxic Garden
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Lena Hartwell was forty-seven years old, knee-deep in mud, and arguing with a plant that was trying to bite her.

“Let go,” she said firmly.

The plant, a rather aggressive patch of venomous ivy she had inherited from her grandmother, tightened its grip on her gardening glove. Small thorns dug through the fabric. Lena sighed.

“I said let go.”

She focused. The heat rose in her chest, not a hot flash this time, but something she could control. A small burst of golden magic pulsed from her palm. The ivy shuddered and released her.

“Thank you.”

The ivy hissed.

Lena stood up and surveyed her grandmother’s backyard. It had been six months since she had destroyed the iron door. Four months since she had broken the crossword curse. And three weeks since she had decided to take up gardening as a way to lie low.

The garden, however, had other plans.

Morwenna Hartwell had not been a normal gardener. She had grown things that normal gardeners only read about in fairy tales. Venomous ivy. Singing thorns. A shrub that whispered gossip. And in the very center of the garden, behind a small iron fence, a Mandrake plant that was currently giving Lena the side-eye.

“You’re sulking,” Lena said.

The Mandrake, a gnarled little plant that looked vaguely like a grumpy baby, turned its leaves away from her.

“I gave you water. I gave you sunlight. I even played you that classical music you like. What more do you want?”

The Mandrake vibrated. Then, very deliberately, it pulled one of its roots out of the soil and flipped her off.

Lena stared.

“Did that plant just...?” Jade called from the back porch. She was drinking iced tea and watching her mother with the expression of someone who had given up being surprised.

“Yes.”

“Should I be worried?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Lena wiped her hands on her jeans. The garden was supposed to be her escape. After two murder investigations, two curses, and more near-death experiences than she cared to count, she had wanted something quiet. Something normal. Something that didn’t involve magic.

But nothing in Crystal Hollow was normal.

The garden had been her grandmother’s pride and joy. It was also, Lena was discovering, a magical minefield. Every plant had a purpose. Every purpose had a danger. And every danger had a price.

She had been tending it for three weeks. In that time, she had been bitten eleven times, poisoned twice, and serenaded by a shrub that only knew show tunes from the 1980s.

“Maybe you should let Sophie help,” Jade said.

“Sophie is busy with her forge.”

“Rosa, then.”

“Rosa is talking to the dead. Again.”

“What about the book club?”

Lena snorted. The Witches of a Certain Age Book Club had taken a break after the crossword curse. Celeste was recovering. Gertrude was traveling. And Lena needed a break from puzzles.

“I can handle a garden,” Lena said.

The Mandrake laughed. It sounded like a rusty gate.

That afternoon, Sheriff Charlie Dobbs came by.

He looked tired. He always looked tired these days. Small-town policing was mostly noise complaints and fender benders, but Crystal Hollow had a way of attracting trouble.

“Lena,” he said, stepping onto the porch. “Nice garden.”

“It’s trying to kill me.”

“Sounds about right.” Charlie took off his hat and sat on the porch swing. “I need to talk to you about something.”

Lena’s stomach tightened. “What now?”

“You know the old mill? On the edge of town?”

“The one that’s been abandoned since the 1970s?”

“That’s the one.” Charlie leaned forward. “Someone’s been going in there. At night. We found footprints. Candles. Symbols painted on the walls.”

“Symbols? What kind of symbols?”

Charlie pulled out his phone and showed her a photo. Lena’s blood went cold.

The symbols were familiar. They were the same symbols that had been on the iron door beneath the town hall. The same symbols her grandmother had used to seal the god.

“Someone is trying to open something,” Lena said.

“That’s what I was afraid of.” Charlie put his phone away. “I don’t know much about magic, Lena. But I know trouble when I see it. And this smells like trouble.”

“I’ll look into it.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.”

Charlie left. Lena stared at the garden. The Mandrake was watching her with its tiny, beady eyes.

“Don’t say it,” Lena said.

The Mandrake said nothing. But one of its leaves pointed toward the old mill.

That night, Lena couldn’t sleep.

She lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, thinking about the symbols. Someone was trying to open something. But what? The god was gone. The door was destroyed. There was nothing left to open.

Unless there was something she didn’t know about.

She got up and walked to her grandmother’s bookshelf. Morwenna had kept journals for sixty years. Lena had read most of them, but not all. There were gaps. Missing years. Pages that had been torn out.

She found a journal from 1968 and flipped through it. Halfway through, a page fell out.

It was a drawing. A sketch of the old mill. And beneath it, a single sentence:

The mill was never just a mill. It was a prison.

Lena’s heart pounded.

She read on. The next page was missing. The one after that was smeared with something dark, dried blood, maybe. But she could make out a few words:

...built the golems to protect the town...
...but the golems turned...
...trapped in the mill...
...do not wake them...
Golems.

Lena had heard of golems. They were creatures made of clay or stone, animated by magic to serve their creators. Protective spirits, usually. But if they turned...

“Mom?” Jade appeared in the doorway, rubbing her eyes. “It’s two in the morning.”

“I know.”

“You’re doing that thing where you stare at old books and look terrified.”

“I’m doing research.”

“Research on what?”

Lena held up the journal. “Golems. Protective spirits. And why someone is trying to wake them up.”

Jade sat down on the bed. Her face was pale. “The symbols at the mill?”

“Someone is trying to wake the golems. And if they succeed...” Lena trailed off.

“What?”

“Golems don’t have a conscience. They follow orders. Whoever wakes them controls them.” Lena looked at her daughter. “And I don’t think they want to protect the town.”
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